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Army Brig. Gen. Richard A. Black, DSMC Commandant, conducted the interview with Secretary Preston on behalf of the DSMC Press. Arriving at DSMC from
his previous assignment as Program Executive Officer for Missile Defense, Black became the College’s 13th Commandant on Mar. 28, 1996.
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Colleen Preston on Acquisition Reform
“The Most Critical Factor That Faces Us—Completing
That Process of Cultural Change”

Anything is possible if you’re
willing to work hard enough
to get there.” That sage ad-
vice from her mother served
Colleen Preston well and

steadied her in her rise through the ex-
ecutive ranks of the judicial system and
government. She has since added her
own modicum of wisdom to her
mother’s admonishment: “Anything is
possible; it’s only a matter of figuring
out the best way to approach it.”

Now serving as the Deputy Under Sec-
retary of Defense for Acquisition Re-
form, Preston realizes more and more
that approach, in many cases, is as im-
portant as the end result because, “It’s
going to mean the difference between
whether or not people will try to
achieve that end result long after
you’re gone.”

Preston, sworn in as Deputy Under
Secretary in June 1993, took on the
monumental task of implementing and
institutionalizing Secretary Aspin, Dr.
Bill Perry, John Deutch, and Dr. Paul
G. Kaminski’s Acquisition Reform ini-
tiatives. Cutting through red tape;
eliminating inefficiencies; drafting re-
vised legislation to eliminate cumber-
some, complex, burdensome govern-
ment regulation of the acquisition
system—all were once thought
unachievable. That is, until Perry
teamed with John Deutch and subse-
quently, Paul Kaminski, Noel
Longuemare, and Colleen Preston to
actually produce results and imple-
ment reform.

A self-professed “plagiarizer,” she
readily admits that she takes every day

as a day that she learns from other
people and the feedback and informa-
tion they provide her. “I hope I’ve been
able to assimilate that feedback and
information in some fashion, and been
able to lead people in a direction based
upon the input that they’ve given to

me. But the ideas are not my own. They
are things that people have shared with
me.” One senses her pride in the
people who—now unencumbered by
much red tape—are producing results
that many in government acquisition
circles said could never be achieved.
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Awarded the Bronze Palm to the De-
partment of Defense Medal for Distin-
guished Public Service in May 1996,
Secretary of Defense William J. Perry
cited her for “dramatically changing
the way the Department of Defense
procures goods and services, from re-
ducing workload of procurement per-

sonnel, to leading the efforts to reform,
streamline, and reengineer the acquisi-
tion processes to meet the needs of the
nation’s warfighters. She has made sig-
nificant and lasting contributions to
revolutionizing the Department’s ac-
quisition processes.”

Preston spoke to Program Manager
from her Pentagon office on Aug. 22,
1996.

Black: The first thing we want to do is
talk a little bit about your background,
both educational and professional, that
led to your appointment to this position.
We’re particularly interested in the time
that you spent in the Air Force and the
time that you spent on the Hill.

Preston: As you know, I was with the
Air Force General Counsel’s Office for
four years. I had an active duty com-
mitment from ROTC and was fortu-
nate enough to have been selected to
come to the Pentagon. It was a great
experience and something that no one
should ever pass up.

While I was there, I ended up having
to write a lot of the responses that the
Air Force used in discussions back and
forth with staffers on legislation—con-
stituent protests, and things of that
nature. But then I realized, “I don’t like
being the recipient of all this legislative
direction.” And I kept thinking, “You
know, who’s advising these people?” I
decided I wanted to be on the other
end of the process. I wanted to be in
on the development of direction to the
Department as opposed to reacting to
what Congress has said.

About that time I found out that one of
the people I dealt with on the Hill was
leaving her job. Mary Ann Gilleece was
coming to the Pentagon to be the
Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for
Acquisition Management. I went over
to the Hill to ask for her job—it’s prob-
ably the first time I’ve ever done that—
asked for an appointment, met with
her, and said, “You don’t remember
me, but I think I’m the perfect person
for your job.” So I managed to talk her,
and then the staff director, and finally
the Chairman of the Subcommittee
into it, and that’s how I ended up on
the Hill. I spent 10 years there with the
Investigations Subcommittee and sub-
sequently moved up to be Assistant
General Counsel and then General
Counsel, all the time continuing to
work acquisition policy issues.

Black: Regarding the work that you did
on the Hill as a Congressional staffer and
the advisor to the Committee, how much

information and how much time did you
spend working Acquisition Reform issues
while you were there? Your work on Ac-
quisition Reform really got started during
that period of time, wouldn’t you agree?

Preston: It definitely did. And I’ll tell
you that I spent an enormous amount
of time on Acquisition Reform issues,
even when I became the Committee’s
General Counsel. My deal was, when I
took over as General Counsel, I guar-
anteed I’d spend eight hours a day
doing General Counsel work, and then
anything else I did was on my own
time—that was okay. So I definitely did
not give up Acquisition Reform during
that time—although I had a lot of help.

Black: As you look back now on those
experiences and relate them to the job
that you had to do here, how has that
background helped you in doing this job?

Preston: It’s been invaluable because,
as I’ve always said, one of the greatest
parts of that job on the Hill is that
people were willing to share with you.
Every expert in the world that I ever
wanted to talk to was willing to come
in and give me the benefit of their ad-
vice and their experience. And I would
go out “to the field” and ask people
how things were working and what
bothered them. So all I had to do was
sit there and listen and just really make
sure that I got both sides of the story.
But in terms of experience, there prob-
ably could be none better than that. I
mean, what better situation to be in than
to have every expert in the world come—
from working level up to CEOs of com-
panies—willing to come in and tell you
exactly what needed to be done.

Black: When you were appointed to the
position as the Deputy Under Secretary of
Defense for Acquisition Reform, your cur-
rent position, how did your background
influence your approach to the job in
terms of Acquisition Reform? Were there
discussions between you and Dr. Perry as
to what the two of you wanted to try
based on his experience and yours?

Preston: You bet. Dr. Perry was just
incredible. At that time, as you know, I
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was over here as the legal assistant to
the Secretary of Defense and, frankly,
had not even contemplated working
Acquisition Reform. I expected to go
back into the legal community.

But in talking with Dr. Perry and Mr.
Deutch as we went through the confir-
mation process, and based on some
dealings with Dr. Perry previously, it
was obvious to me that they were so
committed to Acquisition Reform that
if there was ever a chance for it to suc-
ceed, this was it. I then sort of stuck
my nose in where I probably shouldn’t
have and wrote a lengthy memo to
them saying, “Here’s what I think you
need to do if you’re really serious
about going through with this.” What I
said must have been consistent with
what they were thinking because we
started to discuss the possibility of cre-
ating an organization and how we
would best go about accomplishing
Acquisition Reform.

But I would also say that one of the
most critical things as we looked at
how to approach this process was that
Dr. Perry and I had a clear understand-
ing that people in the process were not
the problem—we had one of the best
acquisition workforces in the world—
but that the system of rules and regu-
lations was precluding them from do-
ing the best job they could. People had
to fight the system in many instances
to be responsive to the customer and
make the best decisions they could.
And it wasn’t so much as people had
portrayed it initially—that the system
was broken. The fact that we were able
to do what we did in Desert Storm is a
testament to the fact that we developed
the best weapon and support systems
in the world. It is that the system, de-
spite almost constant efforts to im-
prove it over many years, has not been
able to keep up with external changes
that made a reengineered system nec-
essary.

Dr. Perry said, and I agreed, that what
we needed to do was to unshackle
people, to let them do their jobs in a
way that made the most sense. And
that was consistent with everything
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that I had seen over the course of my
15 years in the Pentagon and on Capi-
tol Hill. There was a commitment out
there to the job, to do it right, and that,
if anything, rules were an encum-
brance and, in some cases, an excuse
for doing things a certain way when it
often didn’t make sense.

Black: Acquisition Reform was certainly
one of the toughest things going on be-
cause the budget drives this building [Pen-
tagon], and where we have the most dis-
cretion is with research, development, and
acquisition funds. Given that, what were
some of your concerns or how did you ap-
proach the management of making that
change to that acquisition system?

Preston: I think probably one of the
most difficult things—certainly for Sec-
retary Perry because he was very anx-
ious to come in and get things going—
was developing the strategy that,
unlike past reform efforts, our initia-
tives would be developed by people on
the front lines and that we would not
issue edicts from on top. In addition,
we wanted revolutionary change, and
we wanted to completely reengineer a
process once we took it on. When we
started to look at an area, we wanted to
start with a clean sheet of paper and
not be encumbered by boundaries on
what people would think about in
terms of solutions. We had to do it in
a systemic manner, and the best way to
do that was to establish Process Action
Teams or Working Groups and let
them make recommendations on how
to change the process to implement
the things that Dr. Perry saw as im-
peratives.

Probably the best example of that strat-
egy in action is Military Specifications
and Standards. Dr. Perry could have,
very early on when he was the Deputy
Secretary of Defense, issued a memo-
randum stating that, “From this day
forward you will not use Military Speci-
fications and Standards.” He believed
and I believed that it was very critical,
instead, that we have a Process Action
Team made up of people who were
dealing with these issues on a day-to-
day basis and let them make recom-

mendations on how to implement or
achieve this objective. Use of commer-
cial specifications and standards had
been pushed for many, many years. In
fact, it had been in law for five years
that there was a preference for com-
mercial specifications and standards.
As the team worked, we came to real-
ize that the more important thing was
the preference for performance stan-
dards rather than simply shifting from
military specifications and standards to
commercial.

But the most important part of that
process was to find out why it was that
people on a day-to-day basis were not
making the change. What disincentives
were there? Was it a lack of incentives?
There were many, many disincentives
that the team addressed and we have
had to work through. I’m not sure
that we’ve worked through all of
them yet.

Black: What was the management
scheme that you would use as an ap-
proach? You alluded to it, but I want you
to elaborate, if you will, using the Over-
sight and Review of Major Systems Pro-
cess Action Team.1

Preston: Basically, what we did was we
said there are certain issue areas; we
would prioritize them based on the
need for change, what impact we’d get
out of change, and how much resis-
tance there was going to be to the
change.

We started off initially with following
up on the Section 800 Panel recom-
mendations because we believed that
we had a one-time opportunity to take
advantage of what the panel recom-
mended and we had a receptive Con-
gress. So we made that the initial
thrust. For the first year we practically
did nothing but focus on that legisla-
tive effort day-to-day. We just couldn’t
spend enough time trying to get that
all together, to get consensus within
the Department, within the govern-
ment as a whole, the Executive branch,
and then convincing the congressional
staff and members that this was the
right approach. So we spent a tremen-
dous amount of time on that because
we felt like we had a one-time shot.

Then we started working the Process
Action Teams, and we worked the
ones that we believed were most criti-
cal. We started with electronic com-
merce because that was critical to our
ability to get the simplified acquisition
threshold increase. And we had to
know what we were capable of doing
within the Department in terms of elec-
tronic commerce before we could
make commitments that Congress
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wanted us to make in return for in-
creasing that threshold.

Then, of course, one of Dr. Perry’s pri-
mary objectives was to deal with the
Specifications and Standards issue,
which we took on as our second Pro-
cess Action Team.

And then in terms of priorities, we
looked at contract administration, the
procurement process, and one that you
had mentioned, which is oversight and
review of the systems acquisition pro-
cess. That particular PAT process was
very difficult because it focused on the
relationship between OSD and the Ser-
vices in terms of oversight. It’s a lot
easier to talk about our oversight of
industry, but when you get into the
interpersonal reviews that occur within
the building [Pentagon], it’s much
more challenging.

Black: One of the things that I think I
have been aware of and I’ve heard a lot of
other people say is that these are probably
the most close-knit, cohesive, and focused
groups of DoD executives in the Pentagon
in recent time. I mean the team of Dr.
Perry, Dr. Kaminski, earlier Mr. Deutch,
the Service Acquisition Executives—Gil
Decker, John Douglass (who assumed the
position held by Nora Slatkin), and Art
Money (who assumed the position va-
cated by the late Clark Fiester)—that
we’ve seen in a long time. Has that helped
in the Acquisition Reform process?

Preston: That has made all the differ-
ence in the world—there is no question.
I’ve never seen anything like it. People
will look back on this and marvel I be-
lieve. I was here in 1979, although not as
a political appointee. Even at my level,
seeing the transition with the Carter ad-
ministration to the Reagan administra-
tion, and then looking at it from the out-
side as an observer from the Hill (I
worked very closely, obviously, with all
the political appointees irrespective of
the administration), I can honestly say
and I think most people would agree,
even those who preceded us in these
positions, that we have been so fortunate
to have that cohesiveness in terms of the
appointees.

I won’t tell you who said it but at one
time when I was on the Hill, I was
privy to a conversation with a group of
members where the Secretary of De-
fense at the time had come over to re-
spond to some of their concerns. In
talking about a particular Service Secre-
tary he said, “Well, you know, I can’t
do anything about that. He’s his own
man.” That statement was so striking
to me— but it was true and everyone
knew it.

The difference with this administration
is that not only is there cohesiveness
between the Service Secretaries and the
Secretary of Defense, but it is followed
by the Under Secretary of Defense for
Acquisition and Technology and the
Service and Component Acquisition
Executives. There is an incredible
closeness. They work at it very, very
hard, and it shows in everything we’re
doing.

Black: It certainly does, and it’s apparent
to the field that that this kind of thing is
occurring as the Acquisition Reform poli-
cies get coordinated and promulgated. As
we continue to look at the work that
you’ve initiated, very successfully, what
are some of the major challenges that you
see are remaining?

Preston: I believe that the most critical
factor that faces us is completing that
process of cultural change. As I said,
we first prioritized the actions depend-
ing on what we thought we could ac-
complish and the payoff involved. We
wanted to do Acquisition Reform in a
different way. We wanted to use the
Process Action Teams as the jumping-
off point. We knew from the very out-
set that the most critical factor that we
had to deal with was institutionalizing
the process of change. We knew that
we had 20 years of people trying to
implement Acquisition Reform with
varying degrees of success. And, in fact,
I’ve always been very proud of the fact
that you could look to the Department
of Defense and say we had been con-
tinuously improving the process.

But we believed we were at that point
where we had such a crisis because of

the budget and the downsizing that we
had to completely reengineer, not just
incrementally improve. We had to
change the way people thought and
dealt with the acquisition process, and
the only way we were going to be able
to do that was to institutionalize a cul-
tural change. I would say we’re about
85 percent there, but that last 15 per-
cent is absolutely critical.

Black: One of the things that Dr.
Kaminski has said recently was that,
“We’re at the end of the beginning of Ac-
quisition Reform.” He didn’t use the word
“revolution,” but it was somewhat im-
plied. He has said that the new legislation
and the new 5000 Series have laid the
foundation for what he and Secretary
Perry and the rest of the acquisition com-
munity here have been trying to do. You
mentioned institutionalizing that as the
biggest challenge. How do you see us pro-
ceeding in the institutionalization process?

Preston: Well, let me say that I think
Dr. Kaminski’s statement that we are at
“the end of the beginning” really cap-
tures the spirit of where we are. We
have accomplished a lot as a commu-
nity—the entire acquisition community.
People have been working very, very
hard.

And I believe institutionalization gets
into a question that we’ve been asking
ourselves and that is, what is the role
of the Acquisition Reform organiza-
tion? Obviously, when we came in and
started this effort, we were looking at
the Acquisition Reform office as some-
thing that should go away over time;
that it should be the catalyst, and then
you institutionalize that process of
change.

What I’ve come to realize over time is
that when you look at organizations
that have reengineered, while the insti-
tution has to buy into it and be sup-
portive of it, there also has to be a con-
tinuous catalyst for change. And when
you look at real reorganization efforts,
you find that while they have been us-
ing the institution and making sure
that that organization is buying in and
actually doing the hands-on work,
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they’ve used an outside consultant to
be that catalyst for change. I believe
that there is a continuing role for our
organization to be involved as that
change agent—as that catalyst for busi-
ness process reengineering—and it will
never go away.

Whether it’s the existing organization
that we have or not is irrelevant. There
needs to be some organization or some
individual that you can point to and
say, “It is your mission to be the cata-
lyst for change,” and to just remind
everybody that there is support within
the organization for change occurring.

Black: Great. One of the things that you
mentioned earlier that is certainly key to
fully realizing the benefits of Acquisition
Reform is to take advantage of the infor-
mation technology that we can use to give
us the ability to do so much more. How
do you see the implementation now of the
electronic commerce, electronic data inter-
change, and perhaps if you see it, linking
that to everything that a project manager
does, including the CALS initiative and
the Contractor Integrated Technical Infor-
mation Service or CITIS?

Preston: Maybe I can best characterize
it in terms of the vision that I hoped
we would be able to accomplish. I
learned a lot from Noel Longuemare in
this regard in the discussions that
we’ve had quite often on enterprise
integration. It’s a fascinating area to
deal with, and it’s very hard to pull
yourself back from getting involved in
the nitty gritty of everything that’s go-
ing on because it’s changing so rapidly.

I think it’s fair to say that we have not
made as much progress as we had
hoped to make in terms of the imple-
mentation of electronic commerce,
electronic data interchange. It is also
fair to say that we are looking at EC/
EDI from the standpoint of cross-func-
tional integration and the impact now
of what one person is doing, say, in the
logistics area to take advantage of in-
formation technology and how that
impacts on the acquisition process. We
really have, or need to have, a seamless
process from beginning to end, yet our

information systems have not provided
us the capability to have that seamless
process. I think everyone is attuned to
the need to be able to create data once,
and be able to utilize it for many, many
different areas. We have to do a better
job of integrating the information sys-
tems that we’re putting in place so that
we take advantage of what we’re doing
in other areas, learn from that, and
avoid duplication of effort.

And while I’ve said that it’s fair to say
we’re not where we want to be, by the
same token, I think that this is prob-
ably one of the best success stories that
we can look at. People have said to
me—the people who have been in-
volved and working in the Process Ac-
tion Teams—that they have seen more

change in the last three years than they
have in the 20 or 30 years that they’ve
been involved in the process.

If we accomplished anything during
the opportunity that I’ve had to partici-
pate in the Acquisition Reform leader-
ship team here, I guess the thing that
I’m most proud of is the fact that we
have given people the opportunity to
do the things that they’ve wanted to do
for 20 and 30 years. The people who
really know what is right to do with
the system have been able to do that,
and we’ve given them that opportunity.
And of everything, probably the most
meaningful thing to me is to have them
come back and say, “You know, this is
something I’ve wanted to do, and
we’ve now had the opportunity to get
it done.”

Black: I know that is exciting, and it’s a
great sense of satisfaction because I can
identify with the sentiments that you’ve
just expressed. One of the things that you
are looking forward to now is the Heroes
of Reinvention Hammer Awards cer-
emony where some of those people will be
able to be recognized by you, Dr.
Kaminski, and the Secretary of Defense.
Could you comment about the upcoming
Hammer Awards?

Preston: Definitely. Because the Ham-
mer Awards ceremony is so important,
not only because we’re finally able to
recognize the work that the Process
Action Teams and the FASA regulation
writing teams did, but it is the closing
of that circle where we said to these
people, “We want your recommenda-
tions, and we will do our best to follow
through on those recommendations.”

If you look at every one of the Process
Action Team recommendations, you
will find that each team actually wrote
the Secretary’s memorandum that was
signed out. These teams did everything
and the Secretary, with very few excep-
tions, and the Under Secretary of De-
fense for Acquisition and Technology,
Dr. Kaminski, accepted—I would say—
99 percent of the recommendations
that came out of those teams. And this
is the point that we promised them:
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Before that ceremony, they’re going to
spend a day critiquing the Depart-
ment’s implementation of their recom-
mendations, telling us, the leadership,
whether or not we have done the best
that we could do to follow through on
their recommendations and what else
we need to do to make sure that those
recommendations are implemented.2

The most critical part is that each of
the teams is going to be able to brief
Dr. Kaminski and the senior acquisi-
tion leadership of the Department of
Defense, and potentially others from
throughout the acquisition community
within the Executive branch and Con-
gressional staff, on what their recom-
mendations were and how we fol-
lowed up on those. You know, I am
certain that there will be some areas
where we have fallen short, and I want
that to come out because we need to
continue to follow up on that. And if
we don’t, then we haven’t fulfilled our
promise to them. Dr. Perry, Dr.
Kaminski, and myself in particular,
having worked with all these groups,
made a personal commitment to these
people. It means a lot to all of us.

Black: One of the things that we had been
seeing recently in a lot of the reports, stud-
ies, and surveys that have been done is
recognition of the need that in order to
change the culture, there needs to be an
education and training process, which is
followed through at every level in every
career field. You’re responsible for the ac-
quisition education and training and ca-
reer development organization within the
Department of Defense. Can you tell us a
little bit about that responsibility and
where you see it needs to go?

Preston: I would love to because we’ve
all been talking about education and
training and how critical it is to every-
thing that we’re doing. It is so critical
to implementing that cultural change I
spoke of, and we’ve known that from
the very outset. Probably one of my
biggest frustrations is that we have
come a phenomenal way in terms of
the Defense Acquisition University
structure, Defense Systems Manage-
ment College, Army Logistics Manage-

ment College, Air Force Institute of
Technology, Naval Post-Graduate
School, and the other consortium
schools. In addition to that, all of the
other elements that we have put to-
gether in terms of trying to communi-
cate the message to the field are vital.

We have divided our efforts into three
categories. One is awareness training.
Two is sort of hands-on practical train-
ing. And this is where the Services have
really gone out on their own. We’ve
been coordinating with them, but they
took the bull by the horns, taking the
Army “Roadshow” model as an ex-
ample. And then we have tried to play
a role in awareness training by getting
together with the Services in a new and
different way in creating education and
training materials: the satellite broad-
cast, the materials that went with them,
outlining everything in terms of pro-
cess, trying to carry that theme through
from the awareness, the satellite broad-
cast, the Acquisition Reform newslet-
ters. We put one out. The Services each
put one out. The Components in many
cases have guidance that they put out
on a regular basis. We have flash E-
mail service that we put out called AR
Now. We’ve got a Home Page. All of
the Services and Components have
Home Pages.

The amount of information out there is
phenomenal and yet when you go talk
to the acquisition community, it’s not
getting to people down at the working
level—it’s been one of our biggest frus-
trations. Some of that is caused by
technology problems, in terms of not
having the capability to access the
World Wide Web, things of that na-
ture. In some cases we’re still trying to
find out why the message isn’t getting
down.

Black: Part of the discussions that have
gone on with other PMs and the study
that has been done by Tony Valetta with
12 project managers indicated that the
workforce agrees with you that, as a
whole, it isn’t getting the information and
acting on it. Part of that goes back to the
cultural change that you had just de-
scribed earlier. The cultural change comes

as a result of education and training. And
as we have talked of the other facets of ac-
quisition and shortening the acquisition
cycle, there is also a sense that we need to
shorten the education cycle, or the educa-
tion and training, to change the culture to
make it be receptive to the new initiatives.

Preston: Well, I think we’ve been
aware of that, and I think we’ve been
responding to it and we’ve been trying
to do the right things to make sure that
we view the acquisition community as
a customer and that all of our educa-
tion and training looks at, “What are
the customer’s needs?” I know that
you and your team at DSMC have
been very involved in that. Defense
Acquisition University President Tom
Crean has also been very involved in
that. And, I think all of the Services
have been working toward that goal;
that is, how can we get information out
to the community better, whether it be
through new distance learning tech-
niques that we take advantage of, or
bringing the courses to the people in
the field, as opposed to having them
come in to the schoolhouses. Can we
do it through brown bag lunches,
which have been used successfully, or
sessions during lunch where we’ve ac-
tually done training, such as what has
been done at CECOM at Fort
Monmouth? Thus far, we’ve experi-
enced phenomenal success with new
ways of trying to take advantage of
new techniques to provide education
and training in what is a very limited
period of time.

Everybody wants training, but they
don’t have the time. The thing we’re
working toward, not only within the
DAU community, but with its custom-
ers, is trying to figure out new ways to
approach that; to take that valuable
time and make sure that we can get the
message out to people through speeches,
through talking to them—every single
mechanism we can employ.

Black: What would you say are the most
critical initiatives to the success of Acqui-
sition Reform that have been undertaken
during your tenure, and where would you
like to see them go?
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Preston: I think the most critical as-
pect of what we’ve done during my
tenure here is, first of all, something
that we’ve already talked about and
that is the approach: the notion that we
have to empower the workforce. And
as I’ve said, in some cases we won’t
have been successful unless people
believe that they can change the pro-
cess within which they work. So if in-
dividuals out there who are working
on a day-to-day basis in all of these
areas don’t feel that they can make
changes to the process, that they’re
locked into something that they never
have any hope of changing, even
though they know it doesn’t result in
the best decision for the government
or the taxpayer, then we haven’t suc-
ceeded. By using Process Action Teams
and other techniques, we are commit-
ted to convincing people that we really
are listening to what they have to say
and what they think is most important.

I think the other thing that has been
critical to address is the risk aversion
in people. I saw it for many, many
years when I was on the Hill. Today,
virtually every time I talk to a group in
the acquisition community, it comes
up as an issue. People typically say,
“We would love to think outside the
box. We would love to take a chance
on a new initiative. But what’s the in-
centive for us to do that or why should
we do it when you may not be here
three or four years from now, when the
IG comes back to audit my program.
Right now, in fact, I’m in the midst of
an audit on a program or a contract
that was executed seven years ago, and
now they’re questioning the acquisi-
tion strategy that was used?” And so
I’ve been very cognizant of that risk-
aversion mentality and the need for
incentives to change that mentality.

What we’ve been trying to do is find
the right balance of oversight and re-
view. A lot of people will say we need
to remove oversight and review. That’s
not the answer in my mind. Oversight
and review has its role. The issue really
should be looked at as one of how
oversight and review can best add
value to the process.

One of the biggest successes in my
mind has been the work that’s come
out of the Oversight and Review Pro-
cess Action Team. Their initial draft
report and the counter proposal that
came from OSD set the stage for the
final recommendations acted upon by
the Department—use of Integrated
Product Teams, early insight rather
than oversight, where people are work-
ing toward a common goal—program
success. There were a lot of naysayers
who said it wouldn’t work, and we’re
still in the learning stage. But that
whole concept of people operating as a
team for the success of the program, as
opposed to being an oversight function

(either in OSD, DCAA, GAO, or the IG)
is a major cultural change.

Another example of changing the pro-
cess is in the area of cost and pricing
data. Even the IG had said that in a
review of contracts under $500 thou-
sand, where cost and pricing data were
not required, they estimated that in
three out of four contracts, cost and
pricing data had been requested when
it was not necessary. Why do people
do that? Because they don’t want to
take a chance on being second-guessed
later on.

How did we tackle that? We said we
can change the “presumption” in the
regulations. In fact, one of the FASA
regulation writing teams that I am
most proud of, tackled this very diffi-
cult issue. They thought outside the
box, and came up with an incredible
change that we will see the ramifica-
tions of for years and years to come.
That is, they switched the presumption
from one of “get cost or pricing data
unless,” to “you don’t get that in cost
or pricing data unless.” No longer is
the burden on the contracting officer
to justify why they did not get cost or
pricing data. The only reason to re-
quire cost or pricing data is to establish
a fair and reasonable price. If we can
determine what a fair and reasonable
price is by any other means, we should
do it. The last alternative is to get cost
and pricing data. That change in pre-
sumption provides people the cover
that they need to now make the right
decisions without fear of being second-
guessed.

Another project we have that will have
a fundamental impact for years and
years to come is the creation of the
Acquisition Deskbook. The reason that
it is so critical is that it gives us a num-
ber of things. One, it gives us an op-
portunity to restructure our regulatory
system. We’ve done that in the model;
we have a model now with the DoDD
5001.1 and DoD 5000.2 regulation
rewrite where we took what was a set
of documents that were over 1,000
pages long, and the working group
culled that down to a little under 150
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pages of things that were mandatory.
The rest of it was all guidance to
people. Before, when it was in the old
5000 Series, people were afraid to de-
viate from it.

Now we’ve got it in a Deskbook format
where we say, “This is all discretion-
ary.” We make it clear it’s discretion-
ary. And what we hope to do is come
up with so many examples of things
that are acceptable practices that
people feel comfortable saying, “Yes, I
have to tailor my acquisition to the cir-
cumstances that I find—not tomorrow,
not yesterday, but today,” because
those circumstances are different than
they were yesterday or 10 years ago,
and they’re going to be different to-
morrow. That is a legacy that I hope
we will leave and something I think
is very, very critical because it, again,
shows people that we mean it when
we say we don’t want their decisions
to be second-guessed. It’s a tool
where we can give them that cover
that they need to make the appropri-
ate decision and not be second-
guessed by someone.

Black: One of the things you first said
prompted two thoughts: first was getting
people to use their judgment when mak-
ing decisions about the program. In other
words, tailoring the acquisition regulation
and guidance to fit the program. The sec-
ond thought was something I recently
heard from a master carpenter. He said,
“The difference between an amateur and
a professional is the professional can not
only use the tools at the appropriate time
and place, but the other mark of a profes-
sional is that when he makes a mistake,
the professional usually finds it sooner
and knows what to do to correct it.” And
that’s a result of education and training
and experience. Mistakes are going to be
made.  We’re not in a zero-defect environ-
ment.

So it’s important that we have the educa-
tion, training, and experience coupled
with the flexibility to tailor our programs
to meet the current circumstances. Also,
the workforce must recognize that even
when a mistake is made, we ought to have
the right tools and oversight in place to

find that mistake sooner, so that it is less
expensive to correct it.

Preston: Yes. I hadn’t thought of it in
those terms, but I couldn’t agree more
with the precept, and Dr. Kaminski has
even said to me on occasion, “I wish
we could find an example of someone
who has taken a chance, gone out with
an innovative strategy and failed be-
cause I’d like to be able to reward them
so that we can prove to people that we
do, in fact, understand that mistakes
will be made.”

I also use the example of the congres-
sional hearings that we had on spare
parts during the 1980s; not once did
any individual come to the hearings
and say, “I exercised my judgment.
This was what I thought was the right
thing to do,” and then be criticized for
it. Congress never criticized anyone
when they said they exercised their
judgment. But to be honest with you, I
don’t remember an instance where
anyone said that.  In every case it was,
“I complied with the rules and regula-
tions,” which is, again, the fallacy of
our system; that we measure people’s
performance based on whether or not
they complied with rules or regula-
tions. Compliance with rules or regula-
tions is not what’s going to get us to
our goal: our goal of being the smartest,
most responsive, most efficient buyer of
best-value goods and services for the
warfighter. What’s going to get us there
is people exercising their judgment
and using their common sense.

You are absolutely right; the only way
that people can do that and will be
trusted, is if they have the education,
the training, and I would add one
more element, the experience, so that
people are comfortable that the judg-
ments they’re making are based on a
solid foundation.

Black: How would you like to be remem-
bered in your leadership role here?

Preston: I’d like to be remembered as
probably the world’s best plagiarizer;
that I take every day as a day that I
learn from other people and the infor-

mation and feedback that they provide
me, and that I have been able to as-
similate that feedback and information,
and been able to lead people in a direc-
tion based upon their input. But the
ideas are not my own. They are things
that people have shared with me.

I am very appreciative of the fact that
people have been so forthcoming from
everywhere; even my visits out to the
field where a person will come up to
me and say, “I think this thing stinks. I
think what you’re doing is the wrong
direction.” And we’ve had a dialogue,
and I’ve come to understand where
they’re coming from and they under-
stand then where we’re trying to go
and we’ve made a change in vector or
direction. But all of these ideas have
come from other people, and I’ve just
been very, very lucky that I’ve been in
a position to take advantage of them.

I’ve been part of an incredible leader-
ship team and not only that, but I’ve
had an incredible team working with
me. What the DUSD(AR) team and the
people in the Components and Ser-
vices have done is phenomenal. I will
leave this job, whenever that is, know-
ing that I have worked with probably
the most professional group of people,
the most dedicated group of people,
that I will ever find in my lifetime.
There’s no doubt in my mind about
that.

Black: I can’t let that go. Your back-
ground and your training have put you
into the position to be able to perform the
leadership role and the facilitation role,
and to be the perfect catalyst to bring this
Acquisition Reform process to fruition. I
know that you have put an awful lot of
personal energy into this effort. You will
be greatly appreciated and respected for
that.

Preston: I appreciate that but, you
know, everything is done through
team work, and everybody must play
their part. A team is a jigsaw puzzle in
many respects, and it’s something that
we’ve talked about a lot, even within
my own organization. Everybody has
their place in that puzzle, and if any
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one piece is missing the team can’t get
there from here. The work that is done
by our administrative support team is
just as critical to getting the job done
as my leadership. We just happen to
have different roles. But without their
support, without the ideas that are gen-
erated by other people in the organiza-
tion, we get nowhere. And without the
people on the front lines implementing
these initiatives on a day-to-day basis,
we’d get nowhere. I’ve been very fortu-
nate that my experience has led me to
be in a position to be in a leadership
role, and I’m very fortunate to have
been there. But I’m no more than one
piece of that puzzle.

Black: What is the best advice you ever
received, be it from a mentor, friend, or
even a parent?

Preston: In terms of advice, I guess
something that my mother instilled in
us as children. It started out with,
“Anything is possible if you’re willing
to work hard enough to get there.”
And I would now probably modify that
to say, “Anything is possible; it’s only a
matter of how best to approach it.”

I’ve realized more and more during
these last few years and learned during
my 10 years on the Hill, that approach
in many cases is as important as the
end result, because it’s going to mean
the difference between whether or not
people will try and achieve that end
result long after you’re gone. There are
ways that you can get around prob-
lems and issues if you’re willing to
think outside of the box; if you’re will-
ing to sit down together and work

things in maybe a different way than
you had thought about them previ-
ously. We must always remember that
there is nothing we cannot do. It’s only
a question of how we go about doing it
and whether or not we are willing to
make the sacrifices necessary to ac-
complish it.

C R I S I S
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1. Gen. Black is referring to
“Reengineering the Acquisition Oversight
and Review Process,” prepared by the
Acquisition Reform Process Action
Team in their Final Report to the Sec-
retary of Defense, Dec. 9, 1994.
2. See Program Manager Special Edition
article, “Perry Presents Vice President
Gore’s Hammer Award to Acquisition
Reform Teams/Working Groups,” this
issue, pp. i-iv (center insert).

“Think about the Chinese

symbol for crisis. It is

actually two brush strokes:

one danger, and the other

opportunity. You [acquisition

workforce] have at your

hands the chance to jump at

this opportunity. Please

don’t give that up.

Make the most of it.”

Colleen A. Preston
Deputy Under Secretary
of Defense (Acquisition
Reform)


